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INTRODUCTION

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Tom (not his real name) is a 9-year-old boy. He has drawn two
pictures. The first picture is that of a good-looking boy and the second of a less good-looking boy. This is how Tom describes the characters that he has drawn. “The good-looking boy is very handsome.
He is very happy. All the girls come to him. He is a great dancer. He
has fourteen friends. He loves to play videogames. I want to be this
boy. He is me. The less good-looking boy does not do his homework.
He does not listen to his mother. He likes touching bad things. He is
unhappy. He has zero friends. He has no power. I do not want to be
this boy”. Tom is one of the participants of this study (see Figure 4).
Past research shows that children like adults link positive traits
with attractive people and negative traits with unattractive people,
this bias is commonly known as the beautiful-is-good stereotype
(Dion 1973; Dion and Berscheid 1974). Currently, we know at the
surface level the traits children normally connect with attractive and
less attractive individuals. However, there is still a need for further
research to understand these traits at a deeper level. For instance,
personality theories have not been used as frameworks to understand
the beautiful-is-good stereotype in children. In other words, prior
work reveals to us the general traits children relate with physical appearance, but these traits have not been organized and grouped in a
structured manner to fully recognize the perceived personalities of
attractive and less attractive individuals. Hence, the present research
addresses this gap by examining beauty stereotypes in children using
the big five labels i.e., (1) openness to experience, (2) conscientiousness, (3) extroversion, (4) agreeableness, and (5) neuroticism (Goldberg et al. 1992).
The present research is important for the following reasons.
First, having stereotypes of any form is detrimental to a child’s mental growth and can have an adverse impact on the kind of person they
become in the future (Bigler and Liben 2006). Second, stereotypes
can lead to discrimination, prejudices, and unfair treatment of others which can result in emotional and physical pain for the victim
(Dovidio and Jones 2019). Lastly, perceptions of others are sometimes based on self-perceptions, referred to as the assumed similarity
bias (Cronbach 1955). And so, if a child is associating positive personality traits with an attractive individual and the opposite with an
unattractive individual it can also imply how the child is perceiving
themselves. In other words, if a child thinks that they are attractive
they may consider themselves superior to others and if they think
they are unattractive they may perceive themselves as being inferior
to others. Either of these thoughts are unhealthy for a child to have
during their development.
In the example stated at the beginning of this paper, one can
see that Tom not only aspires to be the good-looking boy (“I want
to be this boy”), but he has also called himself the good-looking boy
(“He is me”). The concerning part is that Tom has made it clear to
everyone that he does not want to be associated or called as the less
good-looking boy. Given the negative impact of stereotypes, a deeper understanding of the physical attractiveness biases is crucial for
prevention, intervention, and bringing about changes in children’s
thinking and behavior.

Physical Attractiveness Stereotypes

The extant literature on the beautiful-is-good stereotype in children is centered around friendships, peer popularity, and behavioral
characteristics (e.g., Dion 1973; Griffin and Langlois 2006; Langlois
and Stephan 1977; Rennels and Langlois 2014). For instance, children rate their attractive peers to be friendlier, kinder, smarter, and
more popular than unattractive peers (Griffin and Langlois 2006;
Langlois and Stephan 1977). These findings hold true even when
attractive peers display aggressive behaviors. Prior research has also
shown that when children are told to imagine a good and bad individual in their mind and then asked to identify which of the two
individuals in their imagination is beautiful or ugly, children tend to
refer to the good person as being attractive and the bad person as being unattractive (Ramsey and Langlois 2002). Overall, the beautifulis-good stereotype literature reveals the positive and negative traits
children associate with individuals based on their physical appearance. The present research extends prior work by providing a deeper
understanding of the perceived personality types of attractive and
unattractive people by organizing the general traits into categories
using the labels from the big five.

The Big Five Labels

The big five framework of personality traits has been widely
used by researchers to understand individual differences in people’s
thoughts, feelings, and actions (Cobb-Clark and Schurer 2012; Goldberg 1992; Komarraju et al. 2011; Roccas et al. 2002). The big five
traits of personality consist of (1) openness to experience: individuals who are high in the openness to experience factor tend to think
out of the box and are generally inspired and motivated to try out new
things. Whereas individuals who are low on the spectrum are seen
as being less creative and are prone to choose routine over variety.
(2) Conscientiousness: individuals high on the conscientiousness dimension are likely to be goal-oriented, methodical, and responsible.
But those that are low on the conscientiousness dimension are said
to be unorganized, irresponsible, and impulsive. (3) Extroversion:
individuals high in extraversion are talkative, gregarious, and social.
They usually seem comfortable around others and are often regarded
as the life of a party. However, those who are low on extraversion
(high on introversion) tend to be thoughtful, quiet, and reserved.
(4) Agreeableness: individuals high on the agreeableness factor are
usually sweet-natured, helpful, sensitive, and affectionate towards
family, friends, and even strangers. Individuals who are low on this
spectrum are aggressive, insensitive, and cruel. (5) Neuroticism: Individuals who are high in neuroticism tend to be anxious, worried,
sad, insecure, and emotionally unstable. Those low on the dimension
are calm, happy, secure, and stable. This research uses the big five
labels to understand the beautiful-is-good stereotype in children as it
helps to organize the perceptions in a more structured manner

METHOD

A drawing method was implemented to understand physical
attractiveness stereotypes in children. This technique has been successful in the past to understand children’s inner most feelings and
experiences (Cherney et al. 2006).
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Participants: 122 girls and 100 boys took part in the study (Mage
= 8.99). These children were from middleclass households. The
study was ethically approved, and permissions were taken from required authorities.
Procedure: The study was conducted at the children’s school.
Each child was given a sheet of paper divided by a black line and
then asked to draw pictures of an attractive person on the left and a
less attractive person on the right. The gender of the characters in the
pictures were of the same gender as the child. After the drawing activity was completed, children had to answer the following question
“Can you please describe the characters present in your pictures?”
Children were given a box of color pencils as an incentive for taking
part in the study. Refer to Figures 2, 3, and 4.
Analysis: The data analysis was a back-and-forth process. The
drawings and the descriptive words were coded based on an adaptation of Braun and Clarke’s (2006) guidelines. An independent person
coded 25% of the data to ensure intercoder reliability. To understand
and make sense of the perceived personality types of attractive and
less attractive individuals the descriptive words used by the participants were categorized and structured using the big five labels.

FINDINGS

Figure 1 reveals the perceived personalities of individuals based
on their physical attractiveness using the big five labels

1. Openness to Experience: The participants perceived the picture of the attractive individual to be open to new experiences and
the picture of the less attractive individual to be not. For instance,
Ken’s descriptive words for his picture of the good-looking boy
were, “he is interesting, adventurous, and fun-loving”. Similarly,
Sam (see Figure 2) looked at his picture of the good-looking boy and
said, “he likes dancing, saluting, laughing, and playing games”. On
the contrary, Sam described his picture of the less good-looking boy
as “he is weak, not energetic, and does not like to play”. Likewise,
Sarah’s description of her picture of the pretty girl was, “she likes
gardening and exploring new things”. In contrast, narratives used by
Sarah for her picture of the less pretty girl were, “she is gloomy, and
she does not have interesting hobbies”.
2. Conscientiousness. The participants considered the picture
of the attractive individual to be conscientious and the picture of the
less attractive individual to not be conscientious. For example, Troy
used the following words to describe his picture of the good-looking
boy, “he is good at geometry, reads a lot of books, comes first in
class, finishes his homework on time, and watches news and other
educational programs on TV”. On the contrary, the words he used to
describe his picture of the less good-looking boy were “he doesn’t
study, doesn’t do homework, comes late to class, doesn’t do well in
exams, and likes watching cartoons and horror movies all day”.

Figure 1 Children’s Perception of Attractive and Less Attractive Individuals

24 / Understanding Beauty Stereotypes Using the Big Five Labels

Figure 2 Sam’s Drawings and Descriptive Words
3. Extraversion. The participants linked extroverted behaviors
with the picture of the attractive individual and introverted behaviors
with the picture of the less attractive individual. For instance, Lily
(see figure 3) described her picture of the pretty girl as “popular,
outgoing, and happy”. Lily also said that she wanted to be the picture
of the pretty girl that she had drawn because the pretty girl is popular,
has many friends, and is not sad. Likewise, Jim described his picture
of the good-looking boy to be “cool, social and a ladies’ man”. The
participants used the following words to describe their pictures of the
less attractive individual “unpopular”, “does not have any friends
or has few friends” and “talks to self”, “lonely”, and “alone”.

4. Agreeableness. The participants considered the picture of the
attractive individual to be agreeable and the picture of the less attractive person to be not agreeable. The words used by the participants to
describe the pictures of the attractive individual were, “she is kind”,
“she is helpful”, “she is respectful”, “he likes to share”, “he listens
to his parents and teachers”, and “he has a good heart”. On the
contrary, the pictures of the less attractive individual were referred
as, “she is mean”, “she fights with everyone” “she is not nice”, “he
doesn’t listen to his parents or his teachers”, “he likes to jump and
shout in class”, “he is not helpful”, “he is naughty and hits everyone”, and “he likes troubling everyone”.

Figure 3 Lily’s Drawings and Descriptive Words
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Figure 4 Tom’s Drawings and Descriptive Words
5. Neuroticism. The participants viewed their pictures of the less
attractive individual to be neurotic and their pictures of the attractive
individual to be not. The descriptive words used by the participants
for the picture of the less attractive individual were, “she’s grumpy”,
“she is sad”, “she is jealous”, “he is angry”, and “he throws tantrums when he is upset”. The pictures of the attractive individual on
the other hand were described as, “he is happy, he smiles a lot, and
he is full of joy”, and “she is cheerful and playful”.
In summary, the findings reveal that children consider attractive
individuals to be open to new experiences, conscientious, extraverted, agreeable, and not neurotic. The opposite was found regarding
less attractive individuals.

CONCLUSIONS

The present research explored the personalities children associate with attractive and less attractive individuals using the big five labels. This paper contributes to existing theory in the following ways.
Prior studies have identified the general traits children associate with
physical appearance (Dion 1973; Rennels and Langlois 2014). However, these identified traits are (1) several, (2) at the surface level,
and (3) not grouped into categories based on well-rooted personality
theories to understand the perceived personality types of attractive
and less attractive individuals at a deeper level. The present research
addressed these limitations in the extant literature by (1) organizing
the traits in a structured manner, (2) understanding the traits at a
deeper level, and (3) recognizing the perceived personality types of
attractive and less attractive individuals.
The results of the present research are significant for the following reasons. First, we live in a society that glorifies physical attractiveness and youthfulness. The “cosmetics and personal care” industry has been growing exponentially (Statista 2020). This industry is
thriving because of the beautiful-is-good stereotype. Advertisements
are filled with images of perfect-looking people who are desired by
all and shown leading happy and successful lives (Ashikali and Dittmar 2012). Even though the present research did not directly measure

the influences of traditional and digital media on beauty stereotype
formation in children, based on the big five labels children assigned
to attractive and less attractive individuals it could be inferred that
the mass media may be held responsible for such associations. Future research needs to be conducted to confirm this fact.
Second, according to the assumed similarity bias (Cronbach
1955) perceptions of others are based upon self-perception. And so,
when children are judging others based on external appearance it can
also mean that they are judging themselves with the same labels. Research shows that negative self-relevant stereotypes can lower selfesteem and be detrimental to mental and physical health (Ambady
et al. 2004). Lastly, passing unfair judgments over others can result
in marginalization and stigmatization of targets. Therefore, understanding the beautiful-is-good stereotype becomes necessary to take
actions that lead to changes in stereotypical thinking.
The current research also makes methodological contributions.
Previous studies examining beauty stereotypes in children have
mostly implemented quantitative techniques. Although dependent
measures used in the past have rendered evidence for the existence of
stereotypical judgments in children. The feelings and the experiential
parts attached to these stereotypical judgments were missed out due
to the quantitative nature of past studies. The qualitative technique
employed in this research was able to counter these limitations. In
the drawing study, children defined physical attractiveness by creating images and then assigned personality traits to their respective
characters which were far beyond binary judgments. Hence, the findings obtained from the drawing data is richer and deeper compared
to prior work.
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